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Research has also painted a gloomy picture for the future of children from divorced
families. They are more likely to drop out or not attend college, to be unemployed or on welfare,
and to have more problems sustaining stable relationships of their own. However, it is important
to closely scrutinize this data. For example, it is important to evaluate the psychological and
emotional states of children prior to the divorce in order to more accurately measure and isolate
the effects of divorce itself (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999).
Newer research reveals that the differences in risk factors between children from nondivorced families and divorced families are small when the behavioral and psychological state of
the children prior to the divorce is taken into account (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagen, 1999).
Also, as divorce is becoming more socially acceptable, the negative effects of divorce are
declining.

In fact, one meta-analysis of the available research reported a difference of only one-

third of one deviation unit in externalizing behavior of children, which has been the area where
the largest effect of divorce has been seen (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagen, 1999). The bottom
line appears to be that while children from divorced families have a 10-20% higher risk of
developing behavioral problems, the vast majority does not have severe or enduring problems
and they do go on to become well-adjusted (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan,

1999).

In trying to answer the question of whether parents should stay together for the sake of
their children, the meta-analysis by Hetherington and Stanley-Hagen (1999) reveals that research
has been focused on the adjustment of children whose parents later divorced as opposed to the
adjustment of children whose parents stayed married but in conflict. These findings indicate that
children whose parents will later divorce usually begin showing adjustment problems years
before the divorce actually occurs. Also, children whose parents remain in a high conflict
marriage show the same types of externalizing behavior problems as children of divorce. The
most harmful situations are those in which, (a) the children are directly exposed to the parental
conflicts, (b) when the conflicts involve the children as subject matter, and (c) when the conflicts
become physically violent. Researchers now believe that it is the level of conflict before, during
and after divorce that best predicts behavior problems in children. This has led to the belief that
divorce may be the healthiest option for children if (and only if) divorce will lead to a less
conflicted environment for the children. If it is likely that conflict will continue after the divorce,
children are better off when parents stay together in spite of the conflict in the marriage
(Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999).

Parents need to carefully consider whether or not they will be able to provide a less
conflicted situation for their children after divorce. Often, conflict increases in the years
following a divorce because the parents are trying to negotiate co-parenting, visitation schedules,
economic issues, new romantic relationships, etc. The current research shows that children from
happy, stable marriages have the best outcomes. Children living in the midst of a conflicted
marriage are still better off staying in that conflicted environment if divorce will not lead to less
conflict. The only time that divorce appears to lead to better child outcomes is when children are
living in the midst of high conflict and divorce offers a way out of that conflict and into a more
harmonious, less stressful situation. In this case, child outcomes are similar to those in nondivorced families. However, even in the latter situation it is important to point out that
immediately after a divorce children will exhibit more adjustment problems than those in nondivorced high conflict situations. It will take some time, perhaps as long as two years, for the
children to adjust to their new living situation and display positive outcomes.

Divorce rna be in the best interest of children when:
•

Children are frequently and directly exposed to parental conflicts

•

Conflicts involve the children as subject matter

•

Conflicts become physically violent

•

It is likely that divorce would lead to a significant decrease in conflict (Hetherington &
Stanley-Hagan,

1999).

How to Tell the Children
Once the decision to divorce has been made, the children should be told as quickly as
possible. According to Lansky (1996), if children hear about the divorce from an outside source,
or if one parent moves out of the home while they are asleep or away, children tend to feel
betrayed and abandoned.

One research study involving preschool children revealed that 80% of

the children were not told about the divorce prior to one parent moving out. These children
showed high levels of fear of abandonment by the remaining parent (Lansky, 1996). Appell
(2006) notes that it is ideal to tell the children far enough in advance so that they have time to
react and adjust to the idea while the family is still intact, but not so far in advance that they

begin to doubt that the divorce will really happen. Telling the children while the family is still
intact gives them a chance to react to the decision while still having the security of both parents
in the home for support. When one parent does move out of the home, it will be easier for the
children to accept if they have had time to anticipate the move, vent feelings and ask questions
(Appell,2006).
Lansky (1996) also states that if a decision has been made to separate but not necessarily
divorce, then the children need to understand this too. It is important to communicate to the
children that their behavior during the separation period will have no bearing on the decision to
divorce, or on when (or if) the relocated parent will return. Parents need to decide and agree on
whether the separation will be a trial period on which to base a final divorce decision. They
should discuss whether they will date each other or other people, and what the rules will be with
regard to exposing the children to other romantic interests (not recommended) (Lansky, 1996).
If at all possible, parents should tell the children together. This meeting should be
carefully planned in order to minimize strong emotions and arguments between the parents.
There needs to be an agreement that conflict will be avoided to the best of each parent's ability,
and that the best interests of the children will now take precedence.

The best way to reduce

anxiety for the children is to discuss and agree on as many issues as possible ahead of time. The
future parenting arrangements will be the most crucial issue for the children. If telling the
children together is not possible, then parents should decide ahead of time what each will say to
the children separately (Lansky, 1996).
Pare,nts should carefully consider the content of their discussion with the children. It is a
good idea to make a checklist of items to be discussed and to decide on how discussion points
will be worded. If there are multiple children, parents should have the initial discussion as a
group so that the children can support each other. Subsequent individual discussions with each
child can take place so that they each have the opportunity to share their own feelings with the
parents and receive age-appropriate answers to their questions. Out of respect and recognition
for the children's feelings, the tone of the discussion should be kept serious and parents should
not attempt to ease the tension with humor or insinuate in any way that divorce is not that big of
a deal (Lansky, 1996).

avoided.

It is okay to say that "Mommy and Daddy can't discuss all the reasons with

you because they are "adults only" problems" (Lansky, 1989, p. 8). It is also helpful for
children to know that their parents worked very hard to make the marriage work (if this
was the case). Ifthe parents went to therapy for a period of time in an attempt to fix the
marriage, they can let the children know this, and that despite their best efforts they have
not been able to save the marriage (Appell, 2006).

•

Talk about love. If the marriage truly was based on love, the children will be comforted
to know this. Older children will especially want to know that the marriage was not "a
sham." Ifparents cannot not honestly say that they ever loved each other, then they
should focus on communicating how much they both love the children, and that this will
never change (Appell, 2006). Parents can explain that love comes in many forms, and
that parents love their children in a different way than how a parent loves their spouse.
Parents should emphasize that they both want the children's love for both parents to
continue and grow, just as both parents will continue to love the children (Lansky, 1996).

•

Don'ts. Parents should avoid talking about money concerns because this tends to cause
anxiety for children who may worry that their basic needs will not be met in the future.
Parents should not lie. When parents lie to children in an effort to protect them, they run
the substantial risk that the children will eventually find out the truth which may cause
them to distrust their parents, and adults in general. At the same time, parents should not
make any promises that they cannot keep (same effect as lying). Parents should not cast
one another in a negative light or in any way lead the children to believe that the divorce
is one parent's fault (Lansky, 1996).
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separation, with the highest levels of conflict resulting from one parent questioning the parenting
abilities of the other. Whiteside used the term "dysfunctional" to describe the most damaging
type of conflict for children. Dysfunctional conflict involved blaming, umesolved issues,
unclear boundaries, physical attack, sabotage of parental relationships, low parental self-esteem,
and neglectful, rigid or authoritarian parenting styles. This type of conflict was most predictive
of externalizing behavior disturbances in children and appeared to be a continuation of the
communication style present during the marriage and was not necessarily a result of the divorce
(Whiteside, 1998).

Postdivorce Co-parenting Relationships
Summary of Reports Across Studies (Whiteside, 1998, p.7)
Overall Co-parental

Description

Median %

High levels of mutual support and

14.25%

Relationship
Excellent

information sharing, low conflict
Cooperative

Positive alliance, low conflict

43%

Midrange

Adequate support and some tension

23.5%

Conflicted

Intense, ongoing difficulties

20%

According to Whiteside (1998), in order to establish an effective co-parenting
relationship, parents need to establish clear boundaries between personal and parental
interactions.

The parental role must be separated from any unresolved conflicts and feelings

related to the former role as spouse. Parents may require individual therapy to resolve issues of
loss, betrayal and desire for revenge and/or reunion. It can be difficult for parents to accurately
identify and meet their children's needs unless they have successfully created emotional
boundaries with regard to their own feelings about the divorce and their former spouse. Higher
levels of conflict require firm, highly structured boundaries.

Parents embroiled in high conflict

need help creating a highly structured co-parenting plan that allows them to communicate and
negotiate in a formal, non-personal way. When recommending interventions for these parents,
care needs to be taken in assessing parental readiness. An intervention that requires a higher
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level of cooperation than the parents are capable of will results in feelings of shame, failure and
hostility (Whiteside, 1998).
Based on the results of her meta-analysis, Whiteside (1998) has developed a typology of
divorcing families that is based on the level of family functioning with regard to conflict and
cooperation.

These typologies can be used to assist in the development of appropriate co-

parenting plans and treatment interventions based on parental readiness. These typologies are:
•

Cooperative: High functioning families with low conflict.

•

Midrange: Cooperation with moderate conflict.

•

Parallel or disengaged: Low cooperation and low conflict.

•

Conflicted: Seriously distressed with high conflict and low cooperation (Whiteside,
1998).

These four dimensions can be thought of as existing along a continuum of functioning from high
cooperation and low conflict at one end, to low cooperation and high conflict at the other.
Variables that affect movement along this continuum are parenting style, ability to maintain
boundaries, and parental self-esteem and maturity (see figure 2). Following are suggested
interventions and co-parenting activities based on the four dimensions:
Appropriate Interventions/Activities
Cooperative

by Dimension (Whiteside, 1998):

•

Shared legal/physical parenting arrangements

•
•
•

Joint activities with children

•

Mediation

•

Focus of therapy: encouragement and support to continue successful

Books
Educational programs

parental alliance.
Midrange

•
•
•
•

Set appropriate boundaries
Work on effective communication skills
Presumptive mediation
Parent education programs (focus on individual parenting abilities as well
as teamwork)

•

Formalized rules and routines - set up time to discuss parenting topics,
avoid personal issues, use of agenda and written notes.

•

Focus of therapy: positive problem solving, win/win negotiation skills,
collaboration vs. competition.

•

Parallel

Neutral third part to aid with communication (stepparent, relative,
mediator, counselor)

•

Focus of therapy: minimize corrosive effects of hostility on children and
in each household, while recognizing that active support/coordination
may be beyond parents' abilities at this time. Recognize that parallel
parenting may bring a needed sense of relief for a period of time.

•

Conflicted

Explicit legal parenting agreement that allow parents to disengage
(decision making, coordination and direct communication kept to a
minimum).

•

Arbitration to include provisions for monitoring compliance and
reviewmg progress.

•

Number of child transitions should be minimized and planned in a safe,
neutral place.

•
•

Focus of therapy: Individual counseling to include parenting skills.
Children may need their own counselors who are neutral to both parents
and not involved in legal battles.

•
Summa

Programs to address domestic violence and substance abuse as indicated.

of Ex ected Child Outcomes b Dimension Whiteside 1998 :

•

Children of families with high cooperation and low conflict show best adjustment.

•

Children of families in which both parents maintain contact and there is high conflict
show the worst adjustment.

•

Children experiencing "parallel parenting" fall somewhere between the worst and best
adjusted.

•

Children in families in which personal hostility continues but parental cooperation is
preserved can achieve good levels of adjustment once the parental alliance has stabilized.

display more confidence in exploring their environment and are more socially and cognitively
competent (Heath, 2006). Therefore, if at all possible, it is important that both parents have
frequent and consistent contact with the infant to insure the development and continuation of
contingent responsiveness and secure parental attachment.

Key Considerations for Infants According to Appell (2006)
•

Both parents need to have frequent visitation

•

Separation from the primary caregiver should be minimized for young infants.
Visitation with noncustodial parent may be increased gradually and, if possible,
overnight visits should be postponed until infant is older (8 to 12 months).

•

The infant's routine should remain consistent in both parental households.

•

Parents need to communicate frequently. This may be facilitated by the use of a
daily log.

•

Visitation transition should be kept conflict free. Discussion about differences
may be done via telephone and out of range of the infant (p. 262).

Major Developmental Tasks (Feldman, 2003)
Cognitive Development

•

- Piaget

Object permanence (8-12 mos.) - Infant

Psychosocial Development

•

- Erikson

Trust vs. Mistrust - An infant's basic

begins to realize that objects and people

sense of trust for the world depends on

still exist after they are out of sight.

how well his or her needs are met by

Separation anxiety may occur when one

caregivers.

parent leaves.

Toddlers (18-36 mos.)
According to Piaget, toddlers achieve the ability to mentally represent objects and people
somewhere between 18-24 months (Feldman, 2003). This means that toddlers are able to hold a
mental image of each parent in their mind and will therefore be capable of missing, and desiring
to be with the parent that is not present. Another major milestone for toddlers is the acquisition
oflanguage

(Leon, 2004). However, even though the toddler now has the language to ask when
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they will see the other parent, they will probably not understand the answer. Toddlers are
incapable of grasping the meaning of "soon", "Saturday", or "in two days." They will tend to
ask the same questions repeatedly and it is important that their questions are answered with
patience, and that parents try to understand that the toddler's world can be very confusing (Leon,
2004). Toddlers are egocentric and incapable of understanding the thoughts and feelings of
others. Their thoughts will revolve around how their own needs are going to be met. They need
reassurance that they will be cared for, that they are loved, and that they will continue to see both
parents. Toddlers have difficulty dealing with strong emotions such as anger and sadness.
Parents need to find ways to help their toddlers identify and express their feelings, and assure
them that the feelings they have are okay (Leon, 2004).
Another major milestone for toddlers is the development of a sense of independence
which means they will be constantly testing limits. Erikson refers to this developmental stage as
autonomy versus shame and doubt (Feldman, 2003). According to Erikson, if toddlers are
encouraged to explore their environment within safe boundaries they will develop a healthy
sense of independence.

However, if toddlers are overly restricted and protected, shame and self-

doubt will be the result (Feldman, 2003). According to Leon (2004), testing behavior often
increases during a divorce and may be accompanied by frequent temper tantrums. Toddlers need
to have clear, consistent, lovingly enforced boundaries in order to develop a healthy sense of
independence (Leon, 2004).
In addition, Rathus (2006) points out the importance of a consistent bedtime routine for
toddlers. Toddlers need about nine to 10 hours of sleep per night in addition to a one- to twohour nap during the day. Bedtime can be a major challenge for toddlers, so it is important to
make sure that the routine (reading a story, brushing teeth, etc.) is consistent at both households.
A transitional object such as a stuffed animal or soft blanket that is taken along to the noncustodial parent's home can ease the bedtime process (Rathus, 2006).

Key Considerations for Toddlers According to Appell (2006)
•

Keep the routine as consistent as possible at both homes.

•

Realize that regression is common during stressful situations.

•

Avoid separating the child from either parent for more than two or three days,
with the exception of a planned vacation.

•

Allow the child to talk to the non-resident parent on a daily basis.

•

Encourage the child to take a stuffed animal, blanket or toy between households
to act as a "transitional object".

•

Remain consistent with discipline. Becoming lenient with rules will not ease the
trauma of the divorce (pp. 262-263).

Major Developmental Tasks for Toddlers (Feldman, 2003)
Cognitive Development

•

- Piaget

Mental Representation (18-24 mos.)-

Psychosocial Development

•

- Erikson

Automony vs. Shame and Doubt (18

Toddler is able to hold a mental image

mos. - 3 yrs.) - Independence is

of objects and people in their mind.

achieved if parents encourage
exploration within safe and consistent
boundaries.

Shame and doubt result if

toddlers are restricted and overly
protected.

Preschoolers (3-5 yrs.)
During the preschool years, children make great strides in developing skills in the socialemotional, motor and cognitive domains. This is a time of imaginative play, rich fantasy,
magical thinking and high curiosity. According to Heath (2005), this is also the age at which
children begin to take note of social expectations and learn to use the tools of their culture. They
are in the process of forming a self image that will be largely based on how successful they
perceive themselves to be in meeting the expectations placed on them. A child's ability to form
a healthy self image is influenced by the parents' ability to provide a safe, stimulating
environment in which the child can develop new skills (Heath, 2005).
Erikson refers to the preschool years as the initiative versus guilt stage (Feldman, 2003).
During this stage, preschoolers must balance their desire to be independent with the frequently
unintended consequences of their actions. Parents can promote the development of a healthy self
concept in their preschooler by providing them with opportunities to be self-reliant and being
patient and understanding with mistakes. Children tend to form their self-image based on how
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others respond to their attempts at independence (Feldman, 2003). For this reason, parents need
to be especially mindful of their own emotional state during and following divorce. Emotional,
mental and physical exhaustion may make it difficult for parents to respond appropriately to the
spills, messes and broken objects that inevitably accompany their preschooler's

early attempts at

independence.
Piaget refers to the preschool years as the preoperational stage because preschool children
are not yet capable of formal mental operations (Feldman, 2003). During the preoperational
stage, mental representation skills grow and the ability to reason emerges. The acquisition of
language greatly enhances the child's ability to reason and they are now able to imagine future
possibilities in addition to reasoning about the present (Feldman, 2003). Because of these newly
emerging cognitive capabilities, Leon (2007) points out that children tend to have more
nightmares at this age, and also begin to grieve the absence of the nonresidential parent. They
may begin to have more fears about when they will see both parents and about how their own
needs will be met in the future (Leon, 2004).
Appell (2006) notes that holiday planning with both parents and extended family
becomes increasingly important at this stage because of the child's newly acquired ability to
anticipate and form concepts about these events. Children at the preoperational stage remain
cognitively limited by centration, egocentrism, and a lack of understanding of transformation and
conservation (Feldman, 2003). Because of egocentrism and their limited ability to reason,
preschoolers may blame one parent for the divorce and act defiantly toward that parent (Leon,
2004). They may also misunderstand and misrepresent facts, or say things that they believe one
or both parents want to hear (Appell, 2006).
Preschoolers are developmentally able to understand that their parents no longer live
together (Leon, 2004). However, because they are egocentric and engage in magical thinking,
preschoolers have a strong tendency to believe that they are somehow responsible for the fact
that one parent no longer lives with them. Preschoolers also tend to entertain strong fantasies
that the absent parent will return to the home (Lansky, 1989). Therefore, it is imperative that
parents frequently and repeatedly explain to the child that the divorce is not their fault, that there
was nothing they could have done to prevent the divorce, and that there is nothing they can do to
cause the absent parent to return to the home. Children should be gently and firmly reminded
that the divorce is final (Lansky, 1989).

Key Considerations for Preschoolers According to Appell (2006)
•

Avoid separating the child from either parent for more than three days as a
general rule. Two or three overnights with non-residential parent is okay.

•

If both parents have been highly involved, separations from one parent for up to
five days can be implemented as long as the child is comfortable with this and
contact with other parent is maintained.

•

Allow child to maintain daily telephone contact with both parents.

•

Use transitional objects.

•

Incorporate holiday plans and birthday celebrations into parenting plan.

•

Occasional vacations of up to a week with one parent may be arranged, as long as
regular overnights have been established and regular telephone contact with other
parent is maintained (p. 263).

Major Developmental
Cognitive Development

•

Tasks for Preschoolers (Feldman, 2003)
- Piaget

Preoperational (2-7 yrs.) - Reasoning,

Psychosocial Development

•

- Erikson

Initiative vs. Guilt (3-6 yrs.) - Children

symbolic function, and the ability to

must resolve the conflict that exists

imagine future possibilities emerges.

between acting independently and the

Limitations include centration,

negative consequences that may occur

conservation and egocentric thought.

as a result of their actions.

general, girls appear to adjust better than boys, a phenomenon that may be explained by the fact
that it is usually the father who leaves the home (Lansky, 1996). Since middle childhood is a
time for social identification and role acquisition, having a same-sex role model becomes
extremely

important. This is evidenced by two trends revealed in the research: (J) boys fare

Worse in sole maternal custody than in joint custody, and (2) when all other things are equal,

child outcomes are more

1996).

favorable

when children live with their same-sex parent (Lansky,

According to Lamanna and Riedmann (2003), parents should be warned about the
deleterious effects of using children in this age group to fight with the other parent. These
authors cite a study by Wallerstein and Blakeslee (J 989) which found that more than half of 8and 12-year-old children had been asked by one parent to spy ou the other and/or search their
personal belongings. In addition,

many divorced

parents bring schoul-aged children into the

middle of conflicts by complaining about the child not being ready on time for visitation, or
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Erikson refers to the developmental stage of adolescence as identity versus identity
diffusion (Rathus, 2006). This is the stage at which an individual must decipher who they are
and what they stand for. Adolescents tend to try out different roles in their search for identity.
This may include experimentation with religion, clothing, hair styles, peer groups and even
gender identity. Teens will likely believe that choices about these issues are theirs to make, and
conflict will occur if parents try to intervene too heavily. This is a time for compromising and
redefining the parental relationship to accommodate the teen's growing social and cognitive
maturity (Rathus, 2006).
Appell (2006) recommends that parents prepare themselves for this developmental stage
by expecting some resistance to a well-structured environment.

Parents can ease conflict at this

time by being as flexible as possible within reasonable limits. It is not unusual for adolescents to
request changes in rules, or even to want to try living at the non-custodial parent's home for a
while. In addition, parents need to be mindful of their adolescent's extracurricular and social
life. Visitation may have to become flexible to accommodate their busy schedules (Appell,
2006).

Key Considerations for Adolescents According to Appell (2006)
•

Desire for say in parenting plan.

•

May express resistance and rebelliousness.

•

Ambivalence around dependence and independence.

•

Tendency to be self-centered.

•

Increasing awareness of sexuality and relationship issues.

•

Increased ability for abstract thinking.

•

Easily shamed and/or embarrassed.

•

May be overly influenced (positively or negatively) by peers.

•

Need permission to have less family involvement.

•

Need appropriate structure and limits (p. 265).

ajor DeveIopmen ta11',
asks (~ld
e man, 2003)
Cognitive Development - Piazet
• Formal Operations - Ability to think
abstractly and hypothetically. Thought
is dominated by egocentrism, leading to
the development of the imaginary
audience and the personal fable.

Psvchosocial Develonment - Erikson
• Identity vs. Identity Confusion Formation of unique identity and role
in life.
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depression and dissociation experienced by the mother was found to greatly interfere with the
mother's ability to provide a safe environment for the child. The child's typical reaction was to
withdraw or disassociate from reality. The participants in this study had been out of the abusive
situation for at least two years, demonstrating that the effects of PTSD show little change without
treatment.

Chemtob and Carlson inferred from these findings that it is likely that an adolescent

who witnessed domestic violence as a young child may still be suffering serious psychological
distress from both the witnessing of domestic violence, and from their mother's deteriorated
parenting skills. In addition, children who do not receive psychological treatment for their
distress may be destined to perpetuate the cycle of violence (Chemtob & Carlson, 2004).
According to Groves (2004), getting help for children can be difficult because many of
them have been warned by family members not to talk about abusive events. Referring children
to the appropriate school personnel can be a good first step towards treatment.

Adults who work

with children need to be careful not to insist that the children speak, but to encourage them to
talk about their concerns in a warm, nonjudgmental and genuine way. This could be the key to
getting children to agree to further support (Groves, 2004). According to Groves, the first goal
of domestic violence intervention is to encourage open discussion of the child's experiences.
Simply the process of telling and retelling stories of traumatic experiences in a safe environment
is a healing process that prevents isolation and allows the child to integrate the experiences into
the context of their worlds (Groves, 2004). Group therapy appears to be especially effective for
treating adolescents who have been traumatized by domestic violence. At the adolescent stage of
life, peer groups are extremely important in defining behavioral norms. During adolescent group
therapy sessions, the focus is on preventing dating violence, sexism and abuse of power. These
are enormously important issues to the adolescent, whose developmental tasks at this age include
forming intimate relationships and finding a sense of personal identity (Groves, 2004).
According to Appell (2006), not all abuse is the same and domestic violence should be
considered as existing along a continuum rather than on an either/or scale. Appell believes that
helping professionals should take pause to understand what kind of abuse has occurred by
carefully considering the facts surrounding the alleged abuse. For example, clients may react
with shock to an abusive situation that arises during a divorce and bring it to the attention of
others precisely because it was so out of character. On the other hand, the most damaging kind

of abuse is often found in cases in which the abuse is habitual, ongoing, and is part of a pattern of
control and intimidation.

It is this type of abuse that often goes unreported (Appell, 2006).

Appell (2006) identifies five main lines of questioning that can be used to assist in
deciphering the facts surrounding and abusive situation (see appendix). These questioning
tactics revolve around the issues of: (1) severity and safety, (2) context and frequency, (3)
intention, (4) effect on the victim (diminishment, intimidation, humiliation and/or physical
harm), and (5) questions about the possible involvement of children in the abusive situations.
Although most cases of abuse feature women as the victims, this is not always so. Appell (2006)
identifies several profiles and patterns of abuse that have arisen from the work of multiple
researchers:

Profiles and patterns of violence proposed by Johnston and Campbell
(1993):
•

Ongoing and episodic male battering: The classic battering syndrome _
man has low tolerance for frustration and is possessive, jealous and
dominating.

•

Female-initiated violence: woman has explosive outbursts when needs or
ideals are not met - tend to throw objects, scratch, bite.

•

Male-controlling

interactive violence: two-sided dispute leads to verbal

abuse and then physical conflict which is usually dominated by the male.
Results from poor learned habits and communication skills more than
from established pattern of control.
•

Psychotic and paranoid reactions: acute phase of mental illness triggered
by the divorce or by drug-induced dementia (p.123).

Additional patterns proposed by Johnson (1995,2001,2005):
•

Intimate terrorism: abuser is on a campaign to make the spouse feel weak,
inferior, isolated and powerless.

•

Violent resistance: One partner behaves in a violent or threatening manner
and then the other reacts with violence, which can sometimes be more
intense than the trigger - a defensive and protective response and not part
of an overall pattern of abuse.
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•

Situational couple violence: Both partners strike out physically at one
another, usually as the result of disagreement over some issue - not
abusive outside the home - usually perpetrated in equal proportions by
individuals of both genders (p. 124).

The Classic Batterer as summarized by Bancroft (2002):
•

The batterer is controlling:

insists on having last word, controlling money,

makes rules for the victim about movements and personal contacts.
•

Manipulative - misleads other people about his abusiveness, twists
arguments to make other people feel at fault

•

Entitled - thinks he has special rights not applicable to others

•

Disrespectful - considers partner less competent, sensitive and intelligent
and may treat partner as inanimate object. Considers himself superior (p.
125).

Lenore Walker's (1999 Cycle of Violence):
•

Tension building phase: Problems arise in the relationship and the abuser
blames the victim for the problems and tension begins to build. Victim
tends to "walk on eggshells" during this phase.

•

Explosion: abuser explodes and attacks victim either verbally or
physically.

It appears to be a lack of control by the abuser, but it actually

a way of establishing control over the victim.
•

Honeymoon phase: abuser is remorseful and loving. Once tension is
released, abuser may truly be sorry for his actions. May promise that
abuse will never happen again, but at the same time attempt to minimize it
or explain it away - victim often collaborates.

•

Without intervention the cycle grows more frequent and intense.
Honeymoon period may disappear completely - this is a sign that victim is
in serious danger (p. 126).

Women who have lived for a prolonged period of time as victims of one of the more dangerous
battering patterns described above may display Battered Woman Syndrome (Appell, 2006). This
syndrome is evidenced by self-blame, constant fear of the abuser, and the belief that the abuser's
power is unlimited (Appell, 2006). Victims fitting this profile often never report the abuse

because of the self-blame and fear they experience, and it is believed that learned helplessness
plays a role in keeping the victim in the abusive relationship.

In contrast, Gandolf and Fisher

(1988) propose a survivor theory which states that it is not learned helplessness, but rather the
woman's lack of options, finances and job skills that keeps her in the relationship.

Helping

professionals must also keep in mind that although women are most commonly the victims in
domestic violence disputes, this is not always the case. A study by Renzetti (1992) revealed that
violence was reported in 59% of lesbian couples, which indicates that women have the
propensity to be violent as well (Appell, 2006).
Deciphering the nature of an abusive situation requires fastidious assessment.

The

therapist must be conscientious about not getting caught up in the emotional state of the victim
(who cannot be objective) and making incorrect assumptions.

The situation may be far worse or

far less serious that it initially appears to be (Appell, 2006). Using an assessment interview (see
appendix) may assist the therapist in correctly identifying one of the common abuse dynamics
described above and the therapist can then offer an effective and appropriate intervention.

Key considerations

when assessing domestic violence (Appell, 2006):

•

Keep an open mind about the various profiles of domestic abuse.

•

Recognize the signs of serious, repeated battering.

•

Take a thorough history of the violence and power dynamics in the relationship.

•

Help clients develop appropriate boundaries and safety plans.

•

Help clients carefully assess their choices of action.

•

Be aware of how your own cultural biases and personal issues may affect your
judgment.

•

Be aware of the possibility of false allegations when there are child custody
disputes.

•

When interviewing clients about alleged domestic abuse, be careful not to use
leading questions based on predetermined assumptions.

•

Keep both parents in contact with their children whenever safe and possible.

•

Protection from harassment and domestic violence

•

Injunctions against financial improprieties (Peskin, 2004).

Peskin (2004) notes that when deciding on these issues, courts attempt to "maintain the status
quo." This means that the court will attempt to keep the entire family intact during the divorce
proceedings.

A spouse is not asked to leave the residence unless he or she is a potential danger to

other members of the household.
their attorneys.

Couples can resolve the above issues on their own or through

If this is not feasible, then a court hearing takes place, resulting in a binding court

order that remains in place until the divorce is final (Peskin, 2004).
The second phase identified by Peskin (2004) is referred to as "investigation and
discovery" and involves identifying the assets, debt and income of the parties. Custody issues are
dealt with during this phase as well. If couples agree on matters of asset division and child
custody, then this phase can be virtually eliminated. However, when couples do not agree, this is
the phase that can drag on for several months. If a couple cannot agree on custody of the
children, the court usually refers the couple to a mediator. A mediator is a professional who is
trained in family law and attempts to help the couple resolve their issues outside of the court
system. The mediator does not get involved with the court except to report on whether a custody
agreement is reached. If agreement cannot be reached through mediation, the court may assign a
guardian ad litem to advocate for the children during the court proceedings.

The role of the

guardian ad litem is to investigate the facts surrounding the divorce and then give
recommendations

to the judge based on what is believed to be in the best interest ofthe children

(Peskin, 2004).
The final phase described by Peskin (2004) is called "resolution."

Resolution of the

divorce can come about either through settlement or a trial. Most divorces are resolved through
settlement, however, divorces that cannot be settled are tried before ajudge (no jury) and can end
up costing thousands of dollars. Divorces that end in settlement typically last nine months, while
divorces that go to trial average 18 months. In terms of financial gain, a settlement almost always
yields a more favorable (or at least equal) result than a trial (once legal fees are
considered)(Peskin,

2004).
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Key considerations when working with clients involved in the legal process 0/ divorce
(Appell, 2006):
•

Discourage "surprise attacks. I, The serving of legal papers without warning
or preparation may trigger shock, fear, and extreme defensiveness on the part
of the other spouse. This often results in the other spouse launching a
counterattack, which can have harmful effects on the children. We're wise to
work with our clients to fully consider (1) whether the proposed legal action
is indeed necessary, and (2) whether and how the spouse should be informed
of the legal action beforehand (p.214).

•

Help the client evaluate the pros and cons

0/ both the litigious

and non-

litigious approaches to divorce resolution. The more we know as helpers
about the legal resources in our community and the reputations and styles of
the local players, the better the range of meaningful options we can discuss
with the client (p. 215).

•

Know what is happening in the client's particular legal process and be
aware 0/ how this can impact his or her emotional life. We can help the
client be prepared for emotionally trying times and avoid unnecessary
blowups. We can also help the client to time actions in a way that is most
propitious considering all other circumstances (p. 215).

•

Become aware 0/ the legal processes and procedures in your jurisdiction.
One excellent way to learn more about the process and its players is to sit in
on divorce court (p. 215).

•

Empower the client in his or her dealings with the other players in the
divorce process. Divorce is a demoralizing process that can sap a person's
self-esteem and leave them vulnerable to being led in unwanted directions by
a powerful personality or to behaving in self-defeating ways (p. 215).

Defendant:

The person (either husband or wife) who is being sued for divorce.

Deposition:

Where a party or witness is asked questions orally before a court reporter.

Emancipation: An act by which a parent relenquishes their to custody and are releived of their
duty to support the child. The child is then no longer bound to the stipulations set forth in the
divorce decree. Emancipation can occur when the child marries, is inducted into military service,
by court order based upon the child's best interest or by when the child reaches an appropriate
age.
Equitable Distribution: The division of the property (marital assets) acquired during the
marriage. Marital debts can also be part of the equitable distribution.
Grounds: The reason(s) under state statute for granting a divorce.
Interrogatory: Written questions asked by one party of an opposing party, who must answer
them in writing under oath.
Joint Custody: The children live with the residential custodian and visit with the non-residential
parent. Both parents have an equal say in major decisions affecting the children can only be
made with notice and consent.
Maintenance:

See

Ali!llimY

Marital Assets: All property acquired during the course of the marriage regardless of who owns
or has title to it. It includes but is not limited to the following: house(s), other real estate, cash,
stocks, bonds, motor vehicles, pensions, profit sharing plans and insurance.
Mediation: Process by which you work with a neutral third party to prepare your divorce
agreement. This process is voluntary and non-binding.
Motion: A request for some type of action or decision to be made by the court.
Non-Custodial Parent: The parent with whom the child(ren) do not live the majority of the
time.
Nuptial: Pertaining to marriage.
Order: See Court Order
Pendente Lite Support: A temporary order of the Court which provides support until the
divorce is finalized.
Physical Custody: The home/parent in which the child(ren) will primarily reside in/with. See
~
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If they feel comfortable talking with their parents about these issues, they will likely have an
easier adjustment to the changes divorce brings. However, children may not always know how to
express their feelings or put their questions into words.
Discuss the following questions with your children to help them talk through their feelings about
the divorce. Good conversations can occur in a wide variety of settings: during dinner, in the car,
at bedtime or on walks.
Possible Questions:
• How has your life changed since the divorce?
• Why do you think people get married?
• Why do you think people get divorced?
• What is a happy family like?
• Who do you talk with about the divorce?
• What good has come from the divorce?
• What do you worry about?
• What do you think your life will be like in five years?
• What good qualities does your dad have? Your mom?
• If you could change anything about your life, what would you make different?
COMMUNICATING FROM A DISTANCE
When one parent moves a considerable distance away, coping with the divorce often becomes
more difficult for children because, in addition to the effects of the divorce, they must also adjust
to not seeing that parent very often.
The following tips can help parents and children maintain strong relationships from long
distances.
•
•

E-mail each other. E-mail is a fast, convenient way to keep in touch.
Start a postcard club. Everyone likes to receive mail! It only takes a few minutes to fill
out a postcard. Give some stamped cards to your child, and take turns sending a card each
week.

•

Have weekly or monthly phone dates. Set a specific time when you will talk on the phone
(e.g. Wednesday evenings at 7 p.m. or the first Sunday of each month at noon). This will
give both of you something to look forward to!

•

Create a shared journal. Buy an inexpensive notebook and write your thoughts and
feelings in it. Exchange the notebook when you see each other.
Create a family Web site. This is a great way to post information and pictures to each
other.

•
•

~

Make audio or video tape recordings. Hearing or seeing each other, whether for special
occasions or just during daily activities, will keep the bond between you strong!
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LETTER WRITING
Writing letters is a constructive way to deal with confusing feelings and to blow off steam.
Encourage your child to write a letter to one or both parents, expressing her feelings about the
divorce. Tell her she can write whatever she feels like. Assure her that she does not have to send
the letters if she does not want to. The act of putting feelings and ideas in writing often helps to
put the situation in perspective.
PARENT INFORMATION CARDS
Make information cards for you, your child and the other parent. Write information about
yourself on one side of a large index card, and put information about your child's other parent on
the other side. With this card, you, your child and your child's other parent will always know
how to contact each other.
Items to include:
•
•
•
•
•

Name
Addresses (home and work)
Phone numbers (home and work)
Days I live with this parent
Things we like to do together

READING CHILDREN'S BOOKS
Many children's books address the topic of divorce. Reading such books with your child can be a
valuable way to help him work through the feelings and concerns he is facing regarding the
divorce in his own life. Children often identify with characters in books. Discussing how
characters work through their challenges can give your child insight into his/her own situation.
WRITING STORIES
Many children write and illustrate stories. If your child enjoys this kind of activity, suggest that
he write a story about divorce. Encourage your child to be as creative as possible and to draw
pictures that help illustrate the story. If your child is willing, have him share his story with you.
Be sure to be positive and supportive of his work.
PERSONAL HISTORY TIME LINE
One common feeling children experience after the divorce is worry about the future. They may
be concerned about what is going to happen to them and if their lives will ever be normal again.
Creating a time line can help children put the current events of their lives in perspective. It can
help them see that they have experienced many good things in the past, and that they have many
years ahead of them to have fun and happy times with their families. Younger children will need
help with this activity but will enjoy thinking of events for their parent to put on their time line.
Discuss your child's time line with him when he is finished. Point out that he has experienced
many different events throughout life, some good and some bad. Help him to understand that he
can get through the difficult time of divorce and that there are happiness and good times ahead.

~
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Directions for a personal history time line:
• Draw a long horizontal line on a sheet of paper.
• Label your birth at one end with a star.
• Label the present time somewhere in the middle.
• Mark significant events that have occurred in your life between the "birth" star and the
"present" mark. Possible ideas include births of siblings, getting pets, starting school,
moving, learning to read, learning to ride a bike, divorce, remarriage, joining a team or club,
death of relatives and special holidays and vacations.
• Mark events that you hope will happen in the future.
PLAY TOGETHER
As with drawing pictures, play is often a good way to help children express their feelings when it
is difficult to talk about them. The following are some ideas of effective play activities:
• Make puppets.
Create finger puppets or puppets out of brown paper sacks. Have the puppets talk about
their feelings.
• Play games.
Sometimes when people are occupied in another activity, it is easier to talk about feelings
than if they just sit down to have a talk. There are even some games on the market that
specifically address divorce.
• Role-play.
Practice dealing with difficult situations that come about during divorce by acting out
scenarios and discussing ways these situations can be handled positively.
LET'S EXERCISE
Engaging in physical activities together helps parents and children spend time with one another
and reap the health benefits of exercise! Exercising is a good way to get rid of tension or angry
feelings in a positive way.
Good activities for parents and children to enjoy together:
• Swimming
• Biking
• Hiking
•
•
•
•

Walking
Camping
Flying kites
Roller-blading

CREATING TWO COMFORTABLE HOMES
Your child should feel comfortable both in your home and in the home of your former spouse.
Making sure that each home contains familiar items will help your child feel secure and at home

~
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in both places. If possible, work with your child's other parent and include the following items in
both households:
• Favorite toys and games
• Basic school supplies (paper, pencils, scissors, etc.)
• Clothing (underwear, socks, pajamas, jeans, etc.)
• Toiletries (toothbrush, hair brush, deodorant, etc.)
• Favorite foods
• Photos of all family members
TIME CAPSULE
Making a time capsule is another way of helping children recognize that the troublesome feelings
surrounding the divorce won't last forever and that there are many things to look forward to in
the future.
Have your child put things in the capsule that represent his life: stories, drawings, photographs,
and other special treasures and reminders. Encourage your child to answer the following
questions and include them in the time capsule:
Time capsule questions
• Who are your friends?
• Who is part of your family now?
• Who will be part of your family in the future?
• Where will you be living in one year? Five years?
• What kinds of things do you like to do?
• What would you like to learn how to do in the future?
• What do you want to be when you grow up?
There are many different kinds of containers that make good time capsules - large glass jars
with tight lids, large manila envelopes, shoeboxes, or drawstring bags. After your child has
finished making the time capsule, help her seal it. Let her decide when she will open it. For
example, it might be opened in one year, on a certain birthday, or five years from the divorce.
When the time comes to open the capsule, your child will undoubtedly have fun looking at the
things she put in it, noticing how her handwriting has changed, and reading the things she wrote.
CONCLUSION
Divorce is a difficult adjustment for children and parents. All family members must deal with a
wide variety of emotions and make changes in the way they live. However, despite their own
struggles in the divorce process, parents still have an obligation to provide their children with
love, nurturing and a sense of stability. Relationship-building activities, such as those discussed
in this guide, can help parents connect with their children and better understand their children's
feelings and concerns. With time, patience and creativity, children and parents can successfully
work through the effects of divorce together.
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Young Children
•

It's Not Your Fault, Koko Bear: A Read-Together Bookfor Parents & Young Children
During Divorce by Vicki Lansky & Jane Prince

•

When My Parents Forgot How to Be Friends by Jennifer Moore-Mallinos & Marta
Fabrega

•

Let's Talk About It: Divorce by Fred Rogers

•

Dinosaurs Divorce by Marc Brown & Laurie Krasny Borwn

•

On the Day His Daddy Left by Eric Adams; Kathleen Adams; Layne Johnson

•

My Parents Still Love Me Even Though They're Getting Divorced: An Interactive Tale for
Children by Lois Nightingale; Blanca Apodaca LA Bounty

•

What Can I Do?: A Bookfor Children of Divorce by Danielle Lowry & Bonnie Matthews

•

With My Mom, With My Dad: A Book About Divorce by Maribeth Boelts; Cheri
Bladholm

•

Was It the Chocolate Pudding?: A Story For Little Kids About Divorce by Sandra Levins;
Bryan Langdo

Children Age 8-12
•

Help! A Girl's Guide to Divorce and Stepfamilies by Nancy Holyoke & Scott Nash

•

The Divorce Helpbook for Kids by Cynthia MacGregor

•

My Parents Are Getting Divorced: How to Keep It Together When Your Mom and Dad
Are Splitting Up by Florence Cadier; Melissa Daly; Claire Gandini

•

Mom's House, Dad's Housefor Kids: Feeling at Home in One Home or Two by Isolina
Ricci

Teens
•

The Divorce Helpbookfor

Teens by Cynthia MacGregor

•

Keeping Your Life Together When Your Parents Pull Apart: A Teen's Guide to Surviving
Divorce by Angela E. Hunt

•

Broken Hearts ...Healing: Young Poets Speak Out on Divorce by Tom Worthen & Editor

•
•
•

What household tasks does your partner do?
How are decisions made about who will do a particular task?
Regarding children:
o How do you handle discipline?
o How does your partner handle discipline?
o Do either of you use physical punishment?
o Have you or your partner ever hurt the children physically?
o Do you or your partner yell at the children?
o Do you and your partner generally agree about how to handle the children?
o Is there one child about whom you tend to disagree most?
o What happens when you and your partner do not agree on how to handle a
situation with one of your children?

About
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the dynamics of conflict in the relationship:
How often do you and your spouse argue?
What issues do you generally fight about?
Describe a typical fight that you have had with your partner.
a. If I were a fly on the wall, what would I have heard?
b. Who initiated the fight?
c. What happened next?
d. Then what?
e. How would the fight and?
f. Did you or your partner raise your voices?
g. Did your partner insult you?
i. How often?
ii. What kinds of words did he/she use?
h. Has your partner ever blamed you or said you were at fault for family problems?
1. Did you insult your partner?
i. How often?
ii. What kinds of words did he/she use?
Have you ever blamed your partner for causing problems in the family?
Have either of you put the other down in public?
Have either of you ever threatened suicide in an argument? If so, how did the other
respond?
Have either of you ever threaten divorce in an argument? How did the other respond?
Have either of you ever threatened to take the children away or get them from the other in
a custody battle?
Were you ever afraid of your partner? Are you now?
Has your partner ever been afraid of you? Is he/she now?

About physical violence:
•
•

Have fights ever gone beyond words or yelling? If yes, describe.
Have either of you ever:
o Thrown things?
o Broken things?
o Punched or kicked walls?
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o Slammed doors?
o Locked the other in or out of somewhere?
o Driven the other to a place and forced the other out of the car?
o Confiscated the other's car keys?
o Kept the other up at night "to talk" so that the other was not able to sleep?
o Threatened to hurt the other?
Has your partner ever been aggressive physically with you? Describe.
Have you ever gotten physical with your partner? Describe.
How often have there been physical incidents?
Have you or your partner ever called the police on one another?
Have either of you ever requested protection via an abuse order?

•
•
•
•
•

About the violent incident(s):
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

When was the first incident? Describe.
o What happened first?
o What happened next?
o Then what? Etc.
What triggered the incident?
How did the incident end?
When was the most recent incident? Describe in detail -- first, then, etc.
Describe the worst incident in detail -- first, then, etc.
How did the incidents affect you?
How did the incidents affect your partner?
Have either of you ever been injured as the result of a violent incident between you?

•

Describe the injuries.
Did a doctor or hospital treat the injuries?

About weapons:
•
•
•
•

Have you or your partner ever possessed or used a weapon?
Are there weapons in your home?
Where are they kept and who has access?
Has either of you threatened the other with a weapon?

About substance use:
•
•
•

Do you drink or use drugs? If yes, how often?
Does your spouse drink or use drugs? If yes, how often?
Was either of you drinking or using drugs during the violent incidents you mentioned?

About your sexual relationship:
•
•
•
•

Did you have the ability to initiate sexual relations?
Were you able to decline sexual relations if the other initiated it?
Has your partner ever forced you into sexual activity, you did not want? Describe.
Has your partner humiliated or embarrassed you in public with comments or criticisms
about your sexual abilities or the sexual relationship? Describe.

•
•

Can you remember one particular fight? Tell me what happened.
What happened next? And then, etc.?
How did the fighting make you feel?

What happened first?

About safety risks to children:
• What happens to you when mom and dad fight?
• Do others in your family ever get involved when mom and dad fight? Who? Tell me
about it.
• Can you tell me about one time when you or another family member got involved during
a fight?
• How do fights between your parents end?
• What do you do when your parents fight?
• Has anything scary or bad ever happened to you during a fight between your parents?
• Have you ever been hit or hurt when mom and dad (or other) are fighting?
• Has your brother or sister ever been hit or hurt during a fight?
• What do you do when they start arguing or when someone starts hitting?
• Has either your mom or dad hurt your pet? Has anyone else in your house?
• Does anyone in your family have a gun or knife? Who?
• What can you tell me about the gun or knife?
• Do you know where it is?
• Have you ever played with it?
About
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

substance and abuse:
What do your parents like to eat and drink?
Does anyone in your house drink alcohol?
What do they drink?
How often do they drink? How much do they drink?
Does anyone in your family smoke cigarettes?
How often do they smoke cigarettes?
Does anyone in your family smoke anything else?
Describe what they smoke.
How often do they smoke it?
Does anyone in your family take medicine or pills?
What do they take it for?
How often do they take it?
Does anyone in your family give him or herself shots?
Why does he/she do that?
How often does he/she do that?
What happens after he/she [drinks, smokes, takes medicine or has a shot]?
How do other people in the family react?
How do you feel when he/she [drinks, smokes, takes medicine or has a shot]?
Do people in your family ever get very angry after they have [had a drink, taken
medicine, etc.]?
Tell me about what happens.
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About the impact of exposure to domestic violence:
• Do you think about mom and dad (or others in the home) fighting/arguing? How much
do you think about mom and dad fighting/arguing (once a month, once a week, once a
day, once an hour, etc.)?
• When you think about mom and dad fighting/arguing?
o Do you think about it when you are at school?
o While you're playing?
o When you're by yourself?
• How does the fighting/arguing make you feel?
• Do you ever have trouble sleeping at night?
• Do you ever have good dreams? Tell me about one good dream.
• Do you ever have bad dreams? If so, what are they about?
• Do you tell anyone about the dreams? What would you like your [mother, father] to do
to make you feel better?
•
•
•
•
•

Are you ever afraid at home? Tell me about when you are afraid at home.
Are you ever afraid to leave home?
What or who makes you afraid?
Do you think its okay to hit when you're angry?
When is it okay to hit someone?

About protective factors:
•

What do you do when mom and dad (or other) are fighting? If the child has difficulty
responding to an open-ended question, the interviewer can ask if the child has:
a
a
a
a
a
a

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Stayed in the room.
Left or hidden.
Gotten help.
Gone to an older sibling.
Asked parents to stop.
Tried to stop the fighting.

Have you ever called someone to help when your parents are fighting?
Have you ever talked to anyone about your parents fighting?
Is there an adult you can talk to about what's happening at home?
What makes you feel better when you think about your parents fighting?
Who takes care of you when you are upset about the fighting?
How do they take care of you?
Are there things you like about how they do this? Tell me about them.
Are there things you don't like about how they do this? Tell me about them.

About facts or reported facts that the examiner may have (if not previously addressed by
the child):
•
•
•
•
•

I understand that ... or X told me that... Y happened.
Can you tell
about that?
Did you see what happened?
Did you hear it when it happened?
What were you told about what happened? By whom?

me
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